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Abstract 
The study aimed to assess the contribution of Student Management Teams (SMTs) in a large undergraduate class and identify 
barriers and facilitators of the communication process and learning experience. SMTs were put into practice supported by an 
Online Learning Management System (OLMS: easyclass). It was hypothesized that students would positively evaluate their team 
participation, its role to the communication process and learning experience and there would be positive associations between the 
LMS, communication and learning experience. The results confirmed the hypotheses showing the effectiveness of SMTs, 
highlighting the use of OLMS and confirming the relationship between communication and learning experience satisfaction, also 
supported by qualitative data. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
1.1. The Context And The Problem: Communication and Learning Experience 
 
Large classes tend to intensify student-instructor communication barriers and, consequently, may create obstacles 
to the learning experience (Sciarini & Ninemeier, 1998). Students may perceive a lack of two-way communication, 
see their lecturer as an unapproachable authoritative figure and feel reluctant to express themselves. Thus, the 
opportunities for interaction, a substantial element of conceptual learning (Sharma, Khachan, Chan, & O'Byrne, 
2005) and for involvement to the teaching-learning practice, are diminished. However, such involvement is 
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fundamental, as research indicates that a power balance between all the parts implicated in the teaching-learning 
process is an important element of successful educational programs (Weimar, 2013). An explanation for this success 
might be offered by the assumption that students’ involvement promotes a genuine attempt to respect the 
individual’s right to take part in the decisions that concern their own life (Beane & Apple, 1995). In addition, 
students’ contribution to the teaching-learning decisions offers a great opportunity for t he teachers to obtain 
information on their own practice, as well as to have a constant evaluation of the strategies implemented in the 
classroom (Stenhouse, 1988), thus obtaining more possibilities for successful context-tailored teaching.  
 
1.2. A Solution: Student Management Teams 
 
In this context, Nuhfer (1997, 2008) proposed the creation of Student Management Teams (SMTs) as a means of 
establishment of a communication channel, aimed to improve the learning experience by having the responsibility of 
the learning process shared between teachers and students. This technique consists of appointing student 
representatives that, together with the teacher, monitor the teaching-learning process, are responsible for 
transmitting feedback on content and other course-related issues and for making suggestions on how to improve the 
classroom experience (Handelsman, 2012), by the means of regular meetings with their team and the teacher. As 
confirmed by previous studies (Angelo, 1995; Cullen & Johnston, 1997), STMs is an effective technique of 
classroom assessment that increases the communication and students’ satisfaction with the learning experience, also 
making students feel more comfortable with the module content (Buch, 2002). Although there is an obvious positive 
outcome reported in the literature, there is a lack of recent studies examining the effect of SMTs, with the exception 
of Troisi (2014) who in fact suggested benefits only for team representatives and not for the rest of the team 
members.  
 
1.2.1. Student Management Teams and Technology 
 
On the other hand, it is proved that the use of online tools in education (Online Management Systems; OLMS) is 
an effective channel of communication that is consistently related to satisfaction with the learning process (Dixson, 
2012), as it encourages successful teachers-students and peer interactions, particularly in large classes (Beatty, 
2004). Therefore, it is suggested that any classroom technique applied with digital native students (Prensky, 2001) 
should not exclude technology from its design. Nevertheless, communication should not be merely based on 
technology, allowing for face to face contacts, which enhances interpersonal interactions in situ (Johnson, Sutton & 
Poon, 2000). To the knowledge of the current author, there is a lack of studies that incorporate the use of technology 
as a communication facilitator tool in the context of SMTs, thus its potential role needs to be explored. 
Therefore, the present study aims to assess the impact of a SMTs implementation in a large undergraduate class, 
evaluate the use of technology in this context and identify related elements that act as barriers and facilitators of the 
communication process and the students’ learning experience. It is hypothesized that the fact of forming part of 
students’ teams and the use of an OLMS (easyclass) will be positively evaluated in terms of their contribution to the 
communication process and learning experience. At the same time, there will be significant positive associations 
between the use of easyclass on one hand and communication facilitation and learning experience satisfaction on the 
other, as well as a positive association between overall communication and overall learning experience satisfaction. 
 
2. Methodology 
 
2.1. Participants 
 
59 students enrolled at a first year undergraduate module of Psychology in a British University offshore campus 
in Dubai, UAE, aged from 18 to 25 years old and from a variety of nationality backgrounds.  
 
2.2. Procedure 
 
SMTs were implemented after the third week of class by forming 8 teams of 8-9 students, with weekly rotating 
representatives, who were responsible for communicating the team’s doubts related to the module content through 
an OLMS, namely easyclass. All students had access to this OLMS and participated in doubt resolution and 
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conversation online. Moreover, students’ representatives had meetings biweekly with their instructor, in order to 
discuss further issues related to their learning process and propose elements for improving their learning experience, 
such as inclusion of online material, classroom tasks and team communication facilitation strategies. Eight weeks 
after the technique´s implementation and after obtaining permission of the University’s ethics committee, students 
were asked to evaluate their experience with the SMTs. An information sheet was administered to them followed by 
the informed consent form. After giving their consent for participating, students were asked to fill in the 
questionnaire anonymously. Finally, they were debriefed and had the opportunity to clarify any doubts related to the 
study. 
 
2.3. Instruments 
 
An 8-item questionnaire with answers to a 5-point Likert scale was used to assess the contribution of the SMTs 
on the students´ communication process and their learning experience satisfaction. This questionnaire encompassed 
questions exploring the extent to which the participants perceived that team participation, OLMS (easyclass), 
representatives and instructor in the context of the SMTs implementation were facilitating the communication 
process and the learning experience. Similarly, two questions referred to the overall satisfaction with the 
communication process and their learning experience in this context. Two open-ended questions were used 
additionally, in order to identify elements that may function as facilitators or barriers of the above outcomes. 
 
2.4. Design and Data Analysis 
 
A mixed methods design was implemented. The IBM SPSS-21 software was used to analyse the quantitative data 
resulting from the first eight questions of the instrument. Analyses included descriptive statistics to explore means of 
the elements of communication and learning experience and Pearson correlations to explore whether there were 
significant associations between the use of an OLMS (easyclass), overall communication and learning experience 
satisfaction in the team context.  
To analyse the perceived facilitators and barriers of the process, responses to the open-ended questions were read 
and coded independently by two reviewers and Conventional Content Analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) was 
applied to obtain an insight regarding the students’ experience in the context of SMTs. 
 
3. Results 
 
3.1. Communication Facilitation and Learning Experience Satisfaction Levels 
 
                 Table 1: Means and Standard Deviations for Communication and Learning Experienceper item and total (N=59) 
 
 Communication Facilitation Learning Experience Satisfaction 
 M SD M SD 
Participation 3.86 0.63 3.85 0.76 
Easyclass (OLMS) 3.93 0.78 3.86 0.88 
Representatives 3.9 0.78 3.64 0.83 
Instructor 4.45 0.65 4.37 0.58 
Overall Satisfaction 4.15 0.71 4.15 0.55 
 
As observed at Table 1, students have perceived that the fact of participating in the Student Management Teams 
facilitated highly the communication process and also contributed to their satisfaction with learning experience. 
Noticeably, all the elements were positively evaluated, with the highest contribution perceived for the instructor and 
the OLMS. 
 
 
3.2. Associations between the use of an OLMS (easyclass), Communication Facilitation and Learning Experience 
Satisfaction 
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The Pearson correlation analyses showed that the use of easyclass had a positive moderate correlation with the 
overall satisfaction with the communication process (r=0.357, p=0.006) as well as a positive moderate correlation 
with the overall learning experience satisfaction (r=0.363, p=0.005). Similarly, the analyses revealed that higher 
satisfaction with the communication process was moderately associated with higher satisfaction with the learning 
experience (r=0.465, p<0.001). 
 
3.3.Barriers and Facilitators regarding Communication in the Context of Student Management Teams 
 
The content analysis of students’ responses concerning the barriers in communication suggested three emergent 
categories: technology novelty, team face to face meetings and leaders. Concerning technology novelty, several 
participants noted that the OLMS was something new for them and there was “confusion” regarding its function, as 
“easyclass was new so a bit foreign”. In addition, many students noted that they felt there was not enough face to 
face communication in the team and this was limited to online interactions. One student noted the “need of team 
meet-ups, then using online platform, face to face will be better”. Finally, the fact of suggesting that “not all people 
are meant to be leaders” and “sometimes reps do not communicate” indicated somewhat low satisfaction with the 
representatives.  
Regarding the facilitators, students identified technology and team bonding as the basic elements of the SMTs’ 
contribution in communication. Specifically, the majority of the students referred to the benefit of using technology 
through “whatsapp and easyclass” for team communication, also denoting that “easyclass is helpful for people that 
cannot raise doubts in class”. In the same line, team bonding through “discussions” and “interaction” was also 
highlighted as a great facilitator, made obvious by one student’s description: “I got so close with whatsapp I was 
able to talk to everyone in my team”. 
 
3.4. Barriers and Facilitators regarding Learning Experience in the Context of Student Management Teams 
 
In the same line with the statistically significant association mentioned above between communication and 
learning experience satisfaction, the content analysis of students’ responses identified lack of communication as one 
of the most important barriers to their learning experience. Additionally, a similar pattern of responses as in 
communication alluded leaders as a source of barrier for learning experience. Specifically, “lack of reps 
communication” was mentioned repeatedly in the student responses, followed by the lack of representatives’ 
efficiency as leaders. As highlighted by the students: “I don’t see how reps help” or “Reps must be more 
cooperative”, indicating mistrust towards the contribution of the representatives to their learning experience. 
 In terms of learning experience facilitators, the categories emerged were material online and team interaction. 
Students repeatedly pointed out the use of “videos” and other “visual material” as well as the accessibility to those 
as the major facilitator of their learning experience, by stating that it is “easy to get material and online entries”. 
Additionally, they suggested that the fact of discussing and “interacting in teams” helps them “clarify doubts” and 
makes them “happy” with their learning. 
 
4. Discussion 
 
 The results of the present study clearly indicate the effectiveness of SMTs as a pedagogical intervention 
that facilitates the communication and contributes to the learning experience satisfaction of students in a large class, 
adding updated evidence to previous literature (Angelo, 1995;Cullen & Johnston, 1997).The fact that students 
indicated their instructor as the factor that most facilitated their communication and contributed to their learning 
experience might indicate a success of the technique over the obstacles created by the large class group regarding 
the student-teacher communication (Sciarini & Ninemeier, 1998). Indeed, regular meetings with the SMTs 
representatives and online constant interaction could have promoted teacher-students rapport, an essential element 
identified to produce effective communication with large groups (Gleason, as cited in Bonwel & Elson, 1991), and 
positive learning outcomes (Worley, Titsworth, Worley & Cornett-Devito, 2007). However, as the instructor and the 
researcher are the same person, a latent social desirability effect cannot be ignored. 
Furthermore, the representatives of the SMTs in the present study were changing in a weekly basis, so as to offer 
to all the students the opportunity to undertake such role within their teams. This permitted to explore the potential 
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effects of SMTs on the group class as a whole, thus going beyond previous research restraints that reported benefits 
merely for team representatives (Troisi, 2014). Remarkably, such method was challenged by students and perceived 
as a barrier for both their communication and learning experience, perhaps due to their diverse cultural background. 
Thus, a prior exploration of students´ leadership styles might have helped to overcome such obstacles in the 
multicultural context of the present study(Popov, Brinkman, Biemans, Mulder, Kuznetsov & Noroozi; 2012). 
In addition, results indicated that the more students perceived easyclass as a communication facilitator and as a 
positive element of learning experience, the higher was their satisfaction with both communication and learning 
experience, further suggesting the implementation of online tools for enhancing the learning process (Dixon, 2012). 
This was also supported by the fact that students identified technology and online material as the most prominent 
facilitators of both their communication and learning experience, perhaps due to the opportunity provided for 
interaction (Sharma et al., 2005) and active participation in the learning process (Spiceland & Hawkins, 2002). On 
the other hand, students pointed out the lack of face to face interactions and technology novelty as barriers of 
communication, suggesting that there might be an overestimation of the digital native nature (Prensky, 2001) of the 
current students´ generation. Still, students’ confusion with the OLMS might be due to the fact that they have 
recently started their first year of university studies, hence they are still in an adaptation process.  In any case, a 
balance between both online and direct communication might be much more efficient (Johnson et al., 2000), 
offering space for face to face interactions.  
Regardless of the interaction’s nature, students identified the relationships developed into their teams as both a 
communication and a learning experience facilitator, pointing out the value of Vygotsky’ s social learning approach 
(1962), in contrast to traditional teaching-learning methods (Brown & Adler, 2008). Therefore, there is a clear need 
for shifting the focus from what a teacher does, in the traditional sense of this practice, to what the students actually 
do, as this is the most fundamental element of their learning (Sheull, as cited in Biggs, 1993). 
To sum up, results illustrate the validity of SMTs for facilitating students’ learning (Buch, 2002) through 
satisfactory communication processes, as also proved by the statistically significant association between 
communication and learning experience satisfaction. Although longitudinal comparisons are essential for adding 
solid support to the preliminary results of this study, as well as the use of validated instruments for measuring the 
outcomes, SMTs is shown to be an effective technique for enhancing students communication and learning 
experience in a large class. At the same time, following the model of the teacher as a researcher by Stenhouse 
(1981), the technique provides a fundamental research tool for the teacher, as it implies a constant evaluation of the 
elements in action in the learning process. It is this constant evaluation that forms the basis for personal and 
professional growth, by the incessant monitoring of the students’ educational wellbeing. 
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